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DEPARTMENT OF THE AIR FORCE
HEADQUARTERS PACIFIC AIR FORCES
APO SAN FRANCISCO 96553

PROJECT CHECO REPORTS

The counterinsurgency and unconventional warfare environment of
Southeast Asia has resulted in the employment of USAF airpower to meet
a multitude of requirements. The varied applications of airpower have
involved the full spectrum of USAF aerospace vehicles, support equip-
ment, and manpower. As a result, there has been an accumulation of
operational data and experiences that, as a priority, must be collected,
documented, and analyzed as to current and future impact upon USAF poli-
cies, concepts, and doctrine.

Fortunately, the value of collecting and documenting our SEA expe-
riences was recognized at an early date. In 1962, Hq USAF directed
CINCPACAF to establish an activity that would be primarily responsive to
Air Staff requirements and direction, and would provide timely and analyti-
cal studies of USAF combat operations in SEA.

Project CHECO, an acronym for Contemporary Historical Examination of
Current Operations, was established to meet this Air Staff requirement.
Managed by Hq PACAF, with elements at Hq 7AF and 7AF/13AF, Project CHECO
provides a scholarly, "on-going" historical examination, documentation,
and reporting on USAF policies, concepts, and doctrine in PACOM. This
CHECO report is part of the overall documentation and examination which
is being accomplished. It is an authentic source for an assessment of
the effectiveness of USAF airpower in PACOM when used in proper context.
The reader must view the study in relation to the events and circumstances
at the time of its preparation--recognizing that it was prepared on a
contemporary basis which restricted perspective and that the author's
research was limited to records available within his local headquarters
area.
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FOREWORD

In early January 1971, the American Embassy in Phnom Penh expressed
considerable concern over the critical petroleum, o0il, and lubricant (POL)
shortages in the Khmer Republic (Cambodia) which had resulted from success-
ful enemy attacks on commercial shipping vessels sailing the Mekong River
inside Cambodia.l/ These attacks, combined with the closure of land
Route 4 from the port city of Kompong Som, led to an agreement among the
United States, the Khmer Republic and the Republic of Vietnam for protec-

tion of Mekong River convoys from Tan Chau, Republic of Vietnam (RVN) to
2

Phnom Penh, Cambodia.

This report reviews significant events leading up to the Combined
Convoy Security Plan and examines protective air coverage provided by

the Cambodian, RVN, and U.S. forces from January to September 1971.

Xii
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CHAPTER I
BACKGROUND

The Combined Convoy Security Plan for Mekong River security was
devised in response to an increasing number of effective enemy attacks
on merchant shipping on the Mekong between the Cambodian-Republic of
Vietnam border and Phnom Penh. In response to these attacks, the Govern-
ment of the Khmer Republic (GKR) established a military command entitled
Zone Special Mekong (ZSM) for insuring security ajong the Cambodian portion
of the Mekong River.é' Concern over the grave situation was expressed on
7 January 1971 by the American Embassy in Phnom Penh to the Secretary of
State in washington.i The U.S. Embassy was specifically concerned about
the fact that from 26 November 1970 through 6 January 1971, there were eight
attacks on civilian petroleum, 0il, and Tubricant tankers transiting the
Mekong between Phnom Penh and the Cambodian-RVN border. The Viet Cong
success on the Mekong threatened to seal off the vital input of POL and
military cargo into Cambodia.é/

POL supplies reached a critical point on 7 January 1971. (See Figure i)
With only a few days reserVe of most POL products, immediate replenishment
was paramount.gj Under these conditions, to ensure that the Mekong River
shipping channel remained open for POL and military cargo, and to prevent
isolation of Phnom Penh and large parts of Cambodia, the Combined Mekong

Convoy Security Plan was implemented on 12 January 1971. Basically, the

plan called for air and surface protection to military and commercial



convoys proceeding from Tan Chau, RVN to Phnom Penh, Cambodia, along the

Mekong River.

TRAN HUNG DAO XVIII was the code name selected by the Vietnamese
Navy (VNN) to represent the combined naval operation of both VNN and
the Khmer Republic. The plan permitted tankers, barges, and merchant
ships to assemble at Tan Chau and form into convoys which sailed under
the command of the Vietnamese Convoy Operations Commander (COC). The

7/

COC was responsible for coordinating river, air, and bank defenses.

Compositibn of Surface Security Forces

The composition of surface security forces for Mekong River convoys
varied with the convoy size. For a representative convoy of 10 ships,
the VNN vessels were divided into three groups: Advance, Escort, and
Reaction. The Advance group composition included: four Mechanized Land-
ing Craft (LCM) which were modified for use as minesweepers; two River
Patrol Boats (PBR) for escorting the Advance group; one Command and
Control Boat (CCB) for the COC; one monitor boat (LCM converted into a
gunship) for heavy firepower; and three Amphibious Assault Patrol Boats
(ASPB). These 11 VNN vessels were used to provide a minesweeping capability
and a blocking unit. The blocking unit moved ahead of the commercial
convoy and faced the banks at likely ambush points. After the convoy had
passed, they again moved ahead to assume another blocking or flanking

position.

The Escort group consisted of one Large Landing Support Ship (LSSL)
used as the convoy flagship and four Fast Patrol Craft (PCF) for speed
2

WERET




POL SUPPLIES IN PHNOM PENH, CAMBODIA ON 7 JANUARY 1971

TYPE DAYS OF SUPPLIES ON HAND
MOGAS 10
Kerosene 0
JP-1 3
-JP-4 3
AVGAS 100/130 3
AVGAS 115/145 30
Gasoil 21
Diesel 5
Fuel 0il 0

SOURCE: (S) Message, American Embassy, Phnom Penh, to
Secretary of State, 071310Z Jan 71, Subj: Mekong

Access (U).

FIGURE 1




and maneuverability. Additionally, there were two PBRs assigned to each
commercial vessel in the convoy. Thus, for a convoy of 10 ships, 20 PBRs

would provide escort protection.

The Reaction group was composed of one CCB for the Deputy COC,
two ASPBs, and five Armored Troop Carriers (ATC). These vessels carried
the Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) and Forces Armees Nationale
Khmer (FANK) ground units which could be placed along the banks if needed.
In addition to these reaction units, the ARVN units secured the river
banks from Tan Chau to Neak Luong while the FANK units monitored the
banks from Neak Luong to Phnom Penh.§/

A summation of VNN vessels involved in the above example illustrate

that 46 vessels were used to ensure that 10 merchant vessels safely sailed

the Mekong River.

The Mekong River convoy designation procedures were a modification
of those used in WW I and WW II. Commercial convoys between Tan Chau and
Phnom Penh were designated TP-1, TP-2, etc., while the return convoy from

9/
Phnom Penh to Tan Chau simply had the letters reversed.”

Air Support

As originally conceived, air support was to be provided by the
Vietnamese, Cambodian, and United States Armed Forces. USAF and U.S.

Army assets were specifically included, but in the basic plan no references

were made to U.S. Navy air assets. The Seventh Air Force (7AF) was tasked




E _aaad

with providing continuous air coverage for all convoys from the Cambodian--
Republic of Vietnam border to Phnom Penh. The 7AF's role of providing

continuous air coverage began on 17 January 1971.

In actuality, the Cambodians provided no air support while the RVN
contributed occasionally. It was possible that this role would change
in the last month of 1971 or in early 1972. The concluding chapter dis-

cusses future trends for the Mekong River air coverage.
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CHAPTER II
THE MEKONG RIVER CONVOY ROUTE

The enemy, with relatively free movement throughout the area, was
within rocket and recoilless rifle range of all river traffic along
the aqg;oximate]y 70 miles of meandering river between Tan Chau and Phnom
Penh.” Width along this portion of the river varies from 2,000 to 400
meters--depending on the season--and permits access for ships from 6,000
to 4,000 tons, accordingly. The Mekong River flow begins decreasing in
November and reaches its lowest level in May. Terrain along the river
is flat to gently rolling and is covered by light vegetation in most
places. Primarily due to the lack of drainage, there are many swamps

along the river. Extensive rice fields were the predominant Tandscape

feature. (See Figure 2.)

In early January 1971, the Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) was

advised that the Mekong River could be blocked along several areas in
11/
the river, probably with the wreck of a single vessel.” Evidently

operating with this same knowledge, the enemy chose for ambushes those
yru——

e A e PR

narrow_choke points previously identified by the DIA. (See Figure 3.)
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GENERAL LOCATION MAP OF MEKONG CONVOYS
FROM TAN CHAU TO PHNOM PENH
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